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[The following article by Barbara J. Fraser is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in
Lima, Peru. It appeared in the March 25 edition of Latinamerica Press.]
Five countries surveyed last year in a study of transparency in national budget formulation and
spending received poor marks in areas ranging from citizen participation to accountability and
access to information. Chile had the highest transparency score overall, with a ranking of 5.9 on a
scale of one to 10. Peru was worst, with a score of 3.7. Brazil and Argentina tied with rankings of
5.1, followed by Mexico, with a score of five. The survey, part of the International Budget Project
coordinated by the US-based Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, was carried out between June
and November by academic institutions and civil-society organizations.
The lowest marks overall were for citizen participation, which measured whether people knew how
to and were able to take part in budget formulation and approval, and whether the executive branch
provided detailed reports on spending and information about changes in allocations. In most of
these areas, respondents gave their countries scores of three or less on a scale of one to five. Only
in Chile did as many as one-third say the government provided detailed information about budget
allocations and changes.
In Argentina, only 7% of those surveyed said that citizens knew how they could make their opinions
known at budget-approval time. That figure was 5% in Mexico and Brazil, 4% in Chile, and only
2% in Peru. Peru's ranking reflects the distrust that marked the end of the government of former
President Alberto Fujimori (1990-2000), which collapsed amid a corruption scandal in late 2000 (see
NotiSur, 2000-12-08).
Eduardo Moron of the economics department at the Universidad del Pacifico in Lima, who
coordinated the survey in Peru, said the caretaker government of President Valentin Paniagua
(2000-2001) put new transparency mechanisms, such as Web sites, in place, but the administration of
President Alejandro Toledo, who took office last July, has not made them a priority. "The Peruvian
government has accomplished little in budget transparency," Moron said. "Despite the initiatives
and efforts made during the Paniagua government, unfortunately it hasn't been possible to erase the
traces of the Fujimori era, when the government kept information about public finance to itself and
interfered with oversight agencies."
The survey found a lack of accountability in four of the five countries surveyed. The exception was
Chile, although even there, only 44% of respondents said that purchase prices were made public
for large state expenditures and only 32% said that the executive branch published the information
necessary to evaluate progress toward accomplishment of its programs' goals. Accessibility and
timeliness of budget information also received low marks in the survey, which polled legislators,
academics, journalists, and representatives of civil-society organizations.
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In Argentina, only 15 of the 154 legislators polled responded to the survey, while 59 specifically
said that "they did not want to participate in the survey," according to a report by the International
Budget Project, which noted that the survey coincided with congressional elections. "There's a
common concern regionwide about corruption and how to avoid it," Moron said. Several countries,
including Argentina and Mexico, now make government purchases by Internet in an effort to make
the purchasing process more transparent. Some have also shifted more oversight responsibility to
Congress.
Another common concern, Moron said, is increasing public participation. "There's a lot of debate
over that, because there's a fear of letting just anyone sit down at the table at budget time," he
said. While public participation in national budgeting is limited, some Latin American cities have
made strides, said Claudia Gonzalez del Valle, also of the Universidad del Pacifico's economics
department, who worked with Moron on the study. The best-known example in the region may
be Porto Alegre, Brazil, which hosted the World Social Forum in early February (see NotiSur,
2002-02-22). The city's residents not only monitor spending but also express opinions about
priorities at budget time.
A similar effort is under way in Villa El Salvador, a sprawling, low-income district at the southern
edge of Lima, where the Flora Tristan Peruvian Women's Center, a nongovernmental organization,
is monitoring spending on budget items affecting women. Moron believes more efforts of that sort
are needed. "Another important issue in the region is what nongovernmental organizations are
doing," he said. "We have tons of nongovernmental organizations that have an erroneous view of
their true role in bringing about change through budget initiatives."
When the Peruvian researchers tried to find nongovernmental groups to help with the study, they
discovered that most lacked the resources and training to analyze the transparency of the national
budget in relation to their own goals. "Nongovernmental organizations have always demanded
that rights be respected, for example, those of women or children," Gonzalez del Valle said. "But
they never bring that down to earth by asking the government specific questions that can be seen in
[budget] figures."
Like outright corruption, lack of budget transparency comes at a price. "The greatest cost is in the
waste of fiscal resources, with all the accompanying consequences of greater social inequality,
and macro consequences like a greater budget deficit because governments are spending their
resources inefficiently," Moron said. Part of the solution is education, he said, but the political
system must also provide more opportunities for citizen participation. "It has to do with something
much bigger: how do we want society to participate, and how do we make political parties listen to
citizen initiatives?" he said.
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